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ABSTRACT
The significance of  sibling ordinal position as a determinant of  behavior 
has long been debated in both past and present literature. A correlation 
between behavior problems in firstborn children and male children has been 
suggested (Lahey, et al, 1980). The purpose of  this study was to examine the 
relationship between birth order and children’s social competence. Data of  
forty-three head start children with ages ranging from 3 to 5, collected by a 
larger study over 3 years, were used for analyses. Teachers of  these children 
were given a Social Competence Behavior Evaluation (SCBE, by Lafreniere) to 
rate children’s social behaviors in the classrooms. Sibling data reported from 
the parents along with SCBE scores were analyzed using a two-tailed Pearson 
Correlation test. Though no significant sibling ordinal position effects were 
found, the number of  siblings and the age of  first-born sibling were found to 
be related to children’s behaviors. 
INTRODUCTION
 
Sibling ordinal position effects, which are the differences that arise 
between siblings of  different birth ranks, have long been debated in both past 
and present literature. Interest in this area can be traced back to the early 
19th century and some data reveals significant differences while other data 
reveals no differences at all. Schooler (1972) found almost no reliable evidence 
for birth order effects among men living in the United States in the middle 
1960’s. However, in Rosenblatt & Skoogberg’s cross-cultural study (1974) 
found that firstborns are likely to receive more elaborate birth ceremonies 
and, in childhood, to have more authority over siblings and to receive more 
respect from siblings. In the past, some researchers have focused on the 
gender of  siblings while others have focused on the age differences between 
siblings. These effects have been studied in correlation to such characteristics 
as educational attainment, physical activity level, sex-role development, 
achievement, and personality development. These studies have resulted in 
many theories in explaining why the differences between birth ranks exist. 
Researchers attribute these birth order effects to various reasons, such as 
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the inexperience of  parents and to differential treatment from the parents, 
specifically from the mothers. Baskett (1984) reported that mothers respond 
differently to their first-born children than they do to their later-born children. 
In addition to birth order being easy to observe, there are well-known 
beliefs about people in different birth orders. For example, only-borns often are 
considered to be selfish and spoiled. In a recent study of  196 undergraduate 
students at Stanford University, Herrera, Zajonc, Wieczorkowska, and 
Cichomski (2003) found that individual’s beliefs of  birth rank may have 
important psychology implications in forming stereotypes, and subsequently 
result in social and behavior consequences. The results of  the study revealed 
that people characterized firstborns as the most intelligent, obedient, stable, 
responsible, and the least emotional and only children were characterized as 
being the most disagreeable. Middle-borns are believed to be the most envious 
and the least bold and talkative and last-borns were characterized by being the 
most creative, emotional, extraverted, disobedient, irresponsible, and talkative. 
Furthermore, these studies are important in demonstrating how the perception 
of  birth ranks and the characteristics are believed to fulfill may change the way 
people are treated.  Therefore, birth order may potentially play a major role 
in a child’s social development. Differences in the early social experience of  
first-born and later-born individuals appear to underlie a range of  behavioral 
differences observed later in the lifespan.
It is difficult for the scientific community to reach a consensus on the 
universal effects of  sibling ordinal position because of  the variation of  results. 
Although no definite conclusions have been determined, birth order remains 
a popular topic of  interest. Rodgers (2001) postulates that this interest in 
behavior differences from birth order may stem from fact that everyone has 
a birth order and has implications on parenting.  Due to the inconclusive 
results from both past and present literature in almost all areas, the purpose 
of  current research is to review the literature on the role of  birth order in 
social development and to examine the possible reasons to account for these 
differences because children’s ordinal position may serve as an important 
mediating factor for their emotional and intellectual development (Baskett, 
1984). Children’s birth order is expected to be correlated with their social 




The sample consists of  42 children participating in head start class, with 
ages ranging from 3 to 5. The data collected was part of  a larger study by 
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Chiang, et al. (2007, 2008). Of  the 42 children, 19 were girls and 23 were boys. 
The sample consisted of  15 first-borns, 16 second-borns, 3 third-borns, 6 
fourth-borns, and 2 fifth-borns. The details of  the sample can be found in Table 
1.
Table 1: Number of  Children and Their Birth Order Summary 




BirthOrder 1.00 5 10 15
2.00 6 10 16
3.00 2 1 3
4.00 5 1 6
5.00 1 1 2
Total 19 23 42
Procedure
The teachers of  these children were given a Social Competence Behavior 
Evaluation (SCBE, by Lafreniere, 1997), which focuses on the child’s adaptation 
to and social functioning within his or her surroundings. The SCBE consists 
of  eight basic scales and four summary scales. The eight basic skills include 
depressive-joyful, anxious-secure, angry-tolerant, isolated-integrated, 
aggressive-calm, egotistical-prosocial, oppositional-cooperative, and dependent-
autonomous and the summary skills include social competence, externalizing 
problems, internalizing problems, and general adaptation (SCBE, by Lafreniere, 
1997). Parents were also asked to complete a parental survey including sibling 
data and child-rearing practices. The sibling data reported from the parents 
along with SCBE scores were analyzed using a two-tailed Pearson Correlation 
test. 
RESULTS
The Pearson Correlations were performed first separating gender as 
a factor to examine gender effects in relation to birth order. Based on no 
significant gender effects being found, the data was then combined.  Additional 
Pearson Correlation tests were again performed to document the birth order 
effects as well as the number of  siblings, specifically, the first born’s ages in 
relation to social behaviors. The number of  siblings were correlated with 
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Teachers’ SCBE ratings in subscales, AngTol (r = .337, p = .029) and OppCoo 
(r = .326, p = .035) and in summary scale, External (r=.331, p = .032). In 
addition, the first sibling age (older sibling) is related significantly to the 
teachers’ SCBE subscales in AngTol (r = .408, p = .011), OppCoo (r = .398, p = 
.013), DepAuto (r = .435, p = .006).
Figure 1: A Correlation Table of  Children’s Birth Order and Teachers’  Social 
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**. Correlaton is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Figure 2: Figure 1: A Correlation Table of  Children’s Birth Order and Teachers’  
Social Competence Behavior Evaluation, 4 Summary Scales
Correlations
































































































**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
383
Children’s Birth Orders










































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.







































































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.































   Correlation
Sig.





























**. Correlaton is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
DISCUSSION 
After reviewing the data, we found that the more siblings a child has, the 
more likely it is for that child to be reported as tolerant, cooperative, and to 
externalize their problems. Furthermore, a child is more tolerant, cooperative, 
and autonomous when he or she has an older sibling. The result may be 
explained by the availability of  opportunities for later-born children to interact 
with older siblings than vise versa. Vandell, Wilson, and Whalen (1981) assert 
that later-born children have the opportunity to model older siblings who 
facilitate social interactions. Later borns may thus possess greater social skills 
and are more successful in peer interaction than first born children (Ickes & 
Turner, 1983). It has also been found that behavior problems are more common 
in first-born male children (Lahey, Hammer,Crumrine & Forehand, 1980). 
However, in the present study, no gender effect was found.
Baskett (1984) offers other reasons for these birth order differences. She 
attributes the differences in birth ranks to the differing environments within 
families. Baskett (1984) furthers this belief  by asserting that a child may carry 
out self-fulfilling prophecies by learning these beliefs from parents, which
385
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could be a dangerous result of  stereotypes associated with particular birth 
ranks. Baskett (1985) further suggests that differential behavior from parents 
may result in these differences as well. Some research has indicated that first-
born children received more responsiveness and social attention (including 
physical and verbal) from their mothers and that later-born children who have 
to compete with their older siblings for their mother’s attention (Berglund, 
Eriksson & Westerlund, 2005). Therefore, combining a higher activity level 
with less parental control may encourage first-born males to display more 
aggressive behaviors in social interactions (Lahey, Hammer, Crumrine, & 
Forehand, 1980). 
In addition to these explanations as to why birth order differences occur, 
Falbo (1981) suggests that the parents of  first and only children are more
likely to be inexperienced with children, and thus set too high an expectation 
for their children.  There is evidence that first and only-born children receive 
greater parental pressure for more mature behavior at earlier ages than do 
later-born children. Therefore, first-borns are more thoroughly socialized than 
later-borns, conforming more closely to parental standards (Laosa & Brophy, 
1972).
In conclusion, after reviewing the literature on birth order and different 
personality characteristics and examining the birth order effects on a sample, 
we feel that more research is needed. The limitations of  this research include 
the sample size and the social class. The sample size is considerable small 
and a relationship between social competency and birth order may be more 
evident in a bigger sample. Furthermore, Rodgers (2001) explained birth order 
effects through a theory known as admixtures. These admixtures, such as 
socioeconomic status, are related to birth order effects and family size patterns 
and can potentially confound the results of  birth order studies. Falbo (1981) 
expands on how social class can confound birth order results. He states: 
Middle-borns are more likely to come from larger families than first 
or last-borns. Furthermore, social class is negatively related to family 
size. Consequently, if  birth category is the only factor considered in 
the data analyses, there is a good chance that the effects attributed to it 
are really brought about by social class, family size, or both. (p. 122)
Schooler (1972) suggests that further studies should attempt to control these 
confounding variables by matching participants by age, social class, and 
family size. Even so, it still may difficult to determine a relationship between 
birth order and other variables. Avila (1971) also offers some suggestions 
for improving the research on birth order. She recommends that more 
observational data is needed, more longitudinal and cross-sectional studies are 
needed, more cross-cultural research is needed and finally, more research on 
non-middle class families is needed in order to better establish the relationship
386
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between birth order and other variables (Avila, 1971).
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